T o be considered an essential part of business team s that support the needs of corporations and work forces. the occupational health nurse must be able to use effective mechanisms for sharing and disseminating information. Traditionally. methods of communication have been primarily technical or personal in nature . Today, however, it is an expectation that the occupat ional health nurse use not only the language of the busines s, but also the method s and styles used to distribute information across organizations.
Acquiring the skill to produc e effective busine ss communications should be a primary goal for occup ational health nurses who aspire to develop their career or achieve a leadership position in the corporation . Thi s column provide s basic starting points for evaluatin g one's own writing ability and makin g the necessary changes for consistent correspondence with business partners.
PERSONAL VERSUS

BUSINESS WRITING
While personal or creative writing tends to express the thoughts of the author, busine ss writing is intended to supply information in terms of data, details, and business concepts . Similarly, personal writing is usually more creative, while business writing conforms to standards and acceptable pattern s that convey information for an established purpose to a specific audience. The skill of business writin g is a valuable investment of time and energy. Once achieved . business writing is an essential tool used to promote professionalism and efficiency in practice and in support of the business or industry in which the occupational health nurse operates.
PURPOSE
Writt en business correspondence is generated to achieve a desired action. Business writing has three basic purposes .
The most comm on purpose is to convey information. This inform ation should be factual, descriptive. explanatory, or procedural. Correspondence for the purpose of information may as simple as a memo informing emplo yees of a meetin g or as complex as a formal report.
The second purpo se is to convince an audience by presentation of facts and conclusions. This type of document may convince the recipient to adopt an idea, buy a product, or accept a proposal. To convince , the author needs to state the facts and build an argument. Omitting irrelevant facts is important. Examples of this type of correspondence are a letter requesting management to change a vendor or a memo written to influence employees to report for their medical appointments on time .
The third purpo se is to motivate or persuade a person or group of persons to take or avoid an action . Motivation is achieved by presentation of facts, conclusions, and recommended action. One obvious use for this type of correspondence is political. Letters to political leaders attempt to motivate the recipient to take action for or against an issue. Another type of motivational letter is one that intend s for an individual to make chan ges.
Frequently, a document may have multiple purposes centered around one issue . For example, the writer may be providing information about a particular health risk, attempting to motivate the reader to make behavioral changes, and offering to sell a produ ct that supports the proposal. Establishing the purpose as an initial step helps the nurse keep the correspondence focused and the information relevant to the reader and the topic.
THE AUDIENCE
Identification of the appropriate group of recipients is critical to effective communication . Documents are prepared for a specific type of audience, either a primary or a secondary audience. The primary audience makes decisions and acts on the information conveyed in the correspondence. The y have the greate st need to know the facts. The secondary audience needs the data, but will not act on the inform ation . If an audience is diverse, it may be difficult to identify the primary audience. Audience characteristics to be considered prior to writing are: size, organizational level, respon sibilities, educational level, affiliations, informational needs, and international characteristics. Targeting and assessing the audience or recipients ensures the right message gets to the right person in a useful manner. Asking the questions : "Who needs this information most?" or "Who will be most able to use this information to make a decision?" will help identify the appropriate target for the communication or correspondence.
In addition to the identification of the primary and secondary audience' one should consider possible audience reactions to the document. Weigh the possible positive and negative reactions to the information. If a potential negative reaction exists, assess the steps necessary to guard against it. Supply adequate information for the audienc e to make an informed decision. Consider delivery time of the document. Ensure the timing does not conflict with activities that could affect the attention the document receives or compete for resources being requested.
When a document is sent to an international audience, be sensitive to the manner in which diverse cultures conduct business. Research the cultural and business norms of the international audience. The correspondence should not have a demanding, brusque, aggressive, condescending, or overly familiar tone , or portray false politeness. Regardles s of national origin, business communications should not include slang, idioms, or informal languag e.
In short , when creating a business document, the nurse must "know the audience " and be aware of the most effective way to communicate in different environments.
CONTENT
The development and organization of content is often the most difficult part of business writing. Several methods exist for developing content. The first method is brainstorming. Place the purpose on a piece of paper and write down all the relative information to be included in the document. When the brainstorming session is complete, arrange all the identified elements of content in a logical order, eliminating unrelated items.
A second method for developing content is the determination of "who, why, how, what, and when." • Who needs the information? At what organizational level is the audience? Does the document need to be technical or nontechnical? • Why do they need it? Do they need the information to take action, make a decision, or merely as information? State the purpose of the document in the opening paragraph and follow it with a statement about why the information contained therein is important for the reader. • How does the audience need to receive the information? Will a phone call serve the purpo se? If so, do not spend the time and support resources required to produce written material. Determine the best type of document to portray the information based on the purpose, the timing, the content, and the characteristics of the audience.
• What action do you expect the recipient to take after receiving the document? The content should contain the expected action. If a respon se is required, let the recipient know the type of response expected. • When is a decision required? Be concrete in a request for action. State what is expected and the date required .
When the identification of content is complete, arrange all of the information in a logical order. After eliminating the ideas that do not clarify the purpose, outline or number all the elements needed in the content portion of the document. From the outline, write a draft document. Some writers find that putting the document aside and returning to it later helps to assess clarity and effectiveness.
STYLE
The purpose of the document dictates the style and tone. Just as one's wardrobe varies with activity, style and tone vary with the purpose of the document. A letter to a client for a past due bill, a letter to a manager requesting a variance in the budget, or a thank you letter to an employee would be written in different levels of formality, congeniality, and directness .
RULES OF BUSINESS WRITING
Use clear, concise wording and terminology to convey information.
Incorrect -There may be an electrical problem with the audiometer. Correct -The audiometer is producing invalid result s because the wiring in the medical unit is inadequate to handle the electrical load.
Use short sentences and paragraphs.
Incorrect -Upon lengthy consideration by the board at the annual meeting, it was mutually decided that they would accept your generous offer to provide blood pressure screenings to our employees , their families and visitors at the annual health fair. Correct -The board voted to accept your proposal to provide blood pressure screenings at the health fair on May 29, 1999. Use the natural language of a normal conversation .
Incorrect -As such, there is a supposition that a new protocol must be written to give correct guideline s that are up-to-date for bum injuries. Correct -Write a burn injury protocol that includes the new guidelines. AUGUST 1999, VOL. 47, NO.8 Use active rather than passive voice.
Incorrect -My first day at work will be remembered by me. Correct -I will remember my first day at work.
Use specific modifiers. Incorrect placement of a modifier will change the meaning of a sentence.
Incorrect -The spirometer is in the exam room on the black The letter or document should be visually appealing. Frequently, the nurse will be requested to use company guidelines or templates. If not, the following may be useful to help create a document that encourages the recipient to read thoroughly and thoughtfully:
• Use a single font style for the body of the document ; • Use left justification, • Use bold for emphasis only. Do not produce an entire document in bold type,
• All caps make a document difficult to read and sometimes translate to SHOUTING , • Margins should align with the letterhead. If the document is produced on plain stationery, allow adequate margins to avoid a crowded appearance. Allowing for equal amounts of text and "white space" ensures an uncluttered appearance, and • Use references when appropriate . A good dictionary, thesaurus, and grammar reference are necessary tools for effective writing. When basing a recommendation or proposal on another document, list it as a reference. This helps lend credibility to the correspondence as well as provide the reader with a source if more information is needed.
PROOFREAD AND EDIT
When complete , read the entire document and edit for content, structure, mechanics, layout, professional image, political correctness, and effectiveness. Scrutinize: • Content for purpose, accuracy, completeness, and comprehensiveness; • Structure for logical sequence, short, simple sentences, short paragraphs, active tone, ease of reading; • Mechanics for spelling, grammar, and punctuation; • Layout for conformity to company standards and visual appeal; • Professional image to reflect the role of the nurse; and • Perfection -if not perfect, fix it! When the document is complete, read it out loud or have another person read it to ensure it achieves the desired purpose and has reader acceptability.
